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In This Issue ... 

December 8th marks the 100th anniversary of the Great Astoria Fire of 1922 
that burned the city’s downtown destroying almost 300 businesses and dis- 
placing over 2,000 people. This issue of Cumtux is dedicated to that devastating 
event. 

The bulk of the images and corresponding information from this issue will 
make its way to the Uppertown Firefighters Museum in the summer of 2023 


and become a permament part of the exhibits there. 
—tThe Editor 
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HISTORY OF THE ASTORIA 
FIRE DEPARTMENT AND FIRES 


ASTORIA FIRE DEPARTMENT 
No. 1 

On August 12, 1870, local resi- 
dents Charles S. Wright, Simon N. 
Arrigoni, Isaiah W. Case, Adam Van 
Dusen, and Charles Binder called 
the citizens of Astoria together 
in a town meeting to discuss the 
city’s urgent need for an orga- 
nized fire department. From here, 
events moved swiftly, with indi- 
viduals assigned the tasks of both 
recruiting potential firefighters and 
securing funds for gear. By August 
2oth, Astoria’s first fire department 
Astoria No. 1—later Astoria Engine 
Company No. 1—was formally orga- 
nized with forty volunteer members. 
Just ten days later, on August 30th, 
they were called into action to fight 
their first fire at Captain Henry A. 
Snow’s home, located at what is 
now, 6th and Commercial Streets. 

The first fire engine arrived by 
steamer from Portland on Novem- 
ber 7, 1870 —a Hunneman & Co. 
hand engine purchased used from 
the Willamette No. 2 Fire Depart- 
ment. Under the Willamette 
No. 2 foreman’s tutelage, Asto- 
ria No. 1 began training to use the 
rig almost immediately, a process 
that involved pulling the engine to 


a fire and connecting it to an avail- 
able water source and pumping 
water into the fire hoses by hand. 
As the city’s first fire department, 
members of Astoria No. 1 had to 
make decisions about all aspects 
of their new unit, from governing 
principals to equipment acquisi- 
tion, uniform design, and company 
name. Generally, this work was 
done by committee. The uniform 
committee selected “black pants, 
red shirt with wide collar, buttoned 
over the left side, [and a] black belt 
three inches wide, and glazed.” 
Their selection was approved 
“after a motion was carried to 
have the name of the company 
stamped on the belts in gilt letters.” 
The newly formed fire depart- 
ment was the subject of great 
fanfare, from the crowds that 
greeted the arrival of their engine 
to subsequent parades and celebra- 
tions. On December 26, 1870, the 
entire Company paraded through- 
out the city accompanied by the 
Astoria Brass Band, “resplendent 
in their new uniforms, and draw- 
ing their engine. ..where they were 
greeted with vociferous cheers 
by the citizens.” They would hold 
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a similar spectacle six days later, 
parading again with the Astoria 
Brass Band on New Year’s Day, 1871. 


RESCUE ENGINE COMPANY 
No. 2 

Astoria’s second volunteer fire 
department, Rescue Company No. 
2, organized on July 14, 1877. Head- 
quartered at 11th and Commercial 
Streets, in a building shared 
with City Hall, Rescue Engine 
Company No. 2 boasted a new 
Silsby brand steam engine. Both 
Astoria Engine Company No. 1 
and Rescue Engine Company No. 
2 had vied to receive the new Silsby 
engine, with the Rescue Engine 
Company winning the vehicle in a 
coin toss. This rig was still in use at 
the time of the December 1922 fire. 
In October 1877, Captain George 
Flavel purchased the Silsby steam 


engine used by Rescue Team No. 


2, new from the manufacturer for 
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$4,500. The Captain had previously 
assisted the fire department by hous- 
ing Astoria No. 1's Hunneman & Co. 
hand engine in his warehouse when 
it arrived in November 1870. While, 
at first, Flavel offered this service 
free of charge, he raised the ire of 
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THE NEW SILSBY ENGINE OUTSIDE THE RESCUE ENGINE NO. 2 STATION. 
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local firefighters when he began 
charging a three-dollar monthly 
rental fee for the space early in 1871. 


Hose TEAMS 

In the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries, compet- 
itive firemens musters—or 
tournaments—allowed firefight- 
ers to display their skills before 
other departments and earn cash 
prizes to buy much-needed equip- 
ment. Of particular importance 
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FIREMEN FROM DIFFERENT FIRE HOUSES PREPARE FOR A RACE. 


THE WOMEN’S TEAM COMPETING IN THE 1911 ASTORIA CENTENNIAL FIRE HOSE 
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were the hose cart races in which 
teams would pull their hose cart 
for a set distance, lay out a length 
of hose, and secure water. The 
popularity of this sport led to the 
formation locally of both a women’s 
and a junior, or “baby,” team. While 
many such contests took place in 
Astoria—including in June 1885 
when the city hosted the Annual 
State Tournament—teams also 
traveled to compete. Most recently, 
the Astoria Fire Department cele- 


RACE. 
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brated its 120th anniversary in 1990 
by hosting a Fireman’s Muster. 


HORSES 

The Astoria Fire Depart- 
ment began using horses to pull 
its engines in 1888. Earlier rigs, 
such as the hand engine and the 
hose carts, could be drawn by 
the firefighters themselves. As 
the equipment became more 
advanced (and heavier), horses 
became necessary to move it from 
the station houses to the fires. 


ALERT HOOK AND LADDER 
COMPANY 
Formed on June 12, 1877, the 
Alert Hook and Ladder Company 
utilized a Hayes Patent 3rd class 
ladder truck equipped with a 
fifty-five-foot extension ladder, a 
thirty-five-foot truss extension 


LONGTIME ENGINE DRIVER ALFRED LEINENWEBE 


ladder, and two pompier ladders as 
well as water buckets, suction hose, 
and fire hooks. The hooks were 
mounted to long poles and would 
be used to tear down the walls 
and ceilings of burning buildings. 
The last reported use of this truck 
occurred in 1939 when the then-de- 
funct Louvre Saloon caught on 
fire. Two firefighters were trapped 
on the roof. Faced with jumping 
thirty feet to a nearby roof, they 
were instead able to use the thirty- 
five-foot ladder to escape to safety. 


COLUMBIA ENGINE COMPANY 
No. 3 

The third volunteer fire depart- 
ment was formed in September 
1890 and served Uppertown Asto- 
ria. Their original station house was 
located on the south side of Frank- 
lin (now Marine Drive) between 
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COMPANY’S HORSES OUTSIDE THE COLUMBIA ENGINE COMPANY NO. 3 STATION. 
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MEMBERS OF THE ASTORIA AL 


ERT HOOK AND LADDER COMPANY UPON THE HAYES 


PATENT, 3RD CLASS LADDER TRUCK BUILT IN 1876 BY THE LAFRANCE COMPANY OF 
ELMIRA, NY. CA 1880 - 1900. THE LADDER TRUCK IS ON DISPLAY IN THE 
UPpPERTOWN FIREFIGHTERS MUSEUM. 


28th and 29th Streets. When the 
company moved into the former 
building of the Astoria Brewing 
Company (now the Uppertown 
Firefighters Museum) in 1928, the 
original structure became stor- 
age for the long-time Astoria 
business, the Home Bakery. Both 
the bakery and the old fire hall 
would themselves succumb to 
fire, burning down in March 1943. 


ASTORIA FIRE DEPARTMENT 
The City Council established 
Astoria’s paid Fire Department in 
1897. In 1905, the department’s paid, 
full-time staff included the chief 
and the four drivers of the chemical 
and hose wagons, plus an additional 
eleven “call” men who worked vari- 
ous shifts as needed. By the time of 
the 1922 fire, the department had 
grown to twelve full-time firefight- 
ers plus the chief and twelve call 
men. Charles H. Stockton served 
as chief for the first seven years 


of the department, with Charles 
Edward “Ed” Foster taking over 
the position on October 31, 1904. 
Foster served in this capacity for 
most of thirty-eight years. A Cath- 
olic, Foster was removed from 
his position in 1923 by the newly 
elected KKK-backed city coun- 
cil and mayor. In protest, eleven 
long-time firefighters resigned. 
Foster was reinstated in 1927 and 
served until he retired in 1942. 


CHEMICAL TRUCK 

A horse-drawn Chemical Engine 
first entered service on Valentine’s 
Day, 1895. Its two sixty-gallon 
tanks were pressurized by adding 
sulphuric acid into a mixture of 
water and sodium bicarbonate 
(soda water). The resulting chem- 
ical reaction provided a quick 
stream of water while the other 
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MEMBERS OF ASTORIA’S FIRE DEPARTMENT. THE FIRST PAID CHIEF, CHARLES H. 


STOCKTON, FIFTH FROM LEFT, SERVED FROM 1897 TO 1904. 


(more time-consuming) firefight- 
ing measures were implemented. 


AMERICAN LAFRANCE 
CHEMICAL WAGON 
Acquired in 1909, the Ameri- 
can LaFrance Chemical Wagon 
carried hose for the steam pump- 


x Pay 


AUXILIARY HosE HousEs 


ers and at least one roof ladder. A 
thirty-five-gallon chemical tank 
(for which the engine gets its name) 
sat under the driver’s seat. The 
Department purchased a second 
American LaFrance Chemical 
Wagon two years later. In 1917, they 
added a Dodge truck equipped 


LOCATED: left to right, UPPERTOWN, UNIONTOWN, AND ALDERBROOK. 
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CHEMICAL ENGINE NO. 1 BUILDING AND HORSE-DRAWN CHEMICAL ENGINE 
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LOCATED ON BOND STREET. 


with a sixty-gallon chemical tank 
and a 1,000-foot capacity hose bed. 

This engine was housed at a 
station on the northwest corner 
of 17th and Commercial Streets, 
along with the primary head- 
quarters of the Astoria Fire 
Department. This building was 


SaM BERG, WAYNE OSTERBY AND SIMON “TINY” ARRIGONI POSE ON THE 


completely destroyed in the Decem- 
ber 8, 1922, fire. However, the 
nearby City Hall and St. Mary’s 
Hospital survived the flames. 


STUTZ PUMPER 
The Astoria Fire Department 
acquired the Stutz Pumper shortly 
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AMERICAN LA FRANCE CHEMICAL WAGON. 
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before the December 8, 1922, fire. 
The pumper’s large suction hose 
could be dropped into the river 
and pump out over 1,000 gallons 
per minute. Though it would 
become a vital tool in fighting the 
December conflagration, it was 
not immediately used at the fire’s 
onset. Instead, it was parked on 
a side street for the first hour and 
a half, as the hydrants were still 
providing ample water at that time. 
By the time the pumper was called 
to action, the nearest place which 
it might draw water from the river 
was at 14th Street, a block east of the 
fire’s epicenter. It would run contin- 
uously throughout the remainder 
of the fire, minus an hour for a 
needed repair, and then through- 
out the following days to further 
dampen the smoldering embers. 


OTHER FIRES 

The City of Astoria has suffered 
several devastating fires, partic- 
ularly within the canneries and 
lumber mills that once dotted the 
riverbank. The close proximity 
of these industries to the town’s 
commercial district created the 
potential for great calamity. When, 
for example, the Clatsop Mill 
(located at what is now 14th and 
Duane Streets) caught fire on July 
2, 1883, it took much of the town 
with it, burning all of the build- 
ings on Commercial from 14th to 
17th Streets, two docks, and the 
mill itself. The same mill would be 


subject to at least two more major 
fires, one on September 20, 1893, and 
another on February 15, 1901, in their 
new location at 23rd and Frank- 
lin, now 23rd and Marine Drive. 

On October 2, 1922, just two 
months before the fire that would 
destroy the majority of Astoria’s 
downtown, the Hammond Lumber 
Mill burned down and was not 
rebuilt. Located at 52nd on the 
Columbia River in Astoria’s Alder- 
brook neighborhood, the mill had 
employed some 600 workers. The 
loss of the mill also meant the loss 
of these jobs as well as financial 
difficulties for the local businesses 
these workers frequented. The town 
was still recovering from this event 
at the time of the December fire. 

Between August 24, 1988, and 
July 19, 1989, an arsonist set twen- 
ty-three fires throughout Astoria. 
While early on, most of these fires 
were started in empty buildings, 
trash cans, or open garages, a few 
later ones were set in occupied resi- 
dences. Fortunately, there were no 
injuries reported with any of these 
fires. Fortunately, there were no inju- 
ries reported with any of these fires. 
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above: THE LEYDE BOARDING HOUSE, LOCATED AT $98 COMMERCIAL STREET AT THE 


NORTHEAST CORNER OF 12TH STREET, BURNED DECEMBER 16,1914. 
(NOTE THE BOY AT THE TOP OF THE TELEPHONE POLE.) 


below: COLUMBIA RIVER PACKERS ASSOCIATION’S FISH STATION FIRE, May 14, 1914. 


opposite page: CLATSOP MILL FIRE, JULY 2, 1883. 
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above: HAMMOND LUMBER MILL FIRE. OCTOBER 2, 1922. 


below: SANBORN CANNERY FIRE, JANUARY 8, 1930. 
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above: REGATYA BUILDING FIRE, AUGUST 26, 1940. 


below: HANNULA BOARDING HOUSE FIRE, 1943. 
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above: HoME BAKERY FIRE, 1943 


below: WHITE STAR CANNERY FIRE, JULY 13, 1973 


White Star Cannery 
July 13,1973 
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ARSON FIRE AT 40 WEST BOND, May 28, 1989 


CumMTux — VOL. 42 No. 3—SUMMER 2022 16 


7 Se SSSI SESS GSS EE SSSNNEES 


eeil ie L 


t ISS BN LISS AS ASS 


XSSSSSSSSSS foes —— S| 


ROQ SD Fads 
Sreke wre ia C) sve 
Tha = ‘Sut 
Vokes i: 
=\ 


lV TW ISVS 
FSOYSS Fes { 


SD 
WIL TLS OL -f 


AYE 


| 
ESHA 


CCHS Acc. HE 


‘paezey ory [eryus}0d & se ynoqe suradU0d pasdtoa A[pojeadal Jajsoy py Jor 21 YOryM yurod e—s}jaeaI}s poaed yeydse 
ay} Woddns 0} pa}on1}su0d seM JONpPRIA USPOOM ‘paul]-a]1} & Vey} aAogy ‘pues YIM AemM jIed pa[y a1aMm s}a0I}s APD 9y} 
jo Auvul Japun svare ay} ‘s}s0 Nd 0} Joa ue uy “Ur pay[y (APsour) sem UMOJUMOP ay} Japun Xeq ay} pur aspa s.JaalI ay} 
Suoye aed ur ynd sem [Temeas Y ‘punoss s]qe}s sour ATJYSI[S UO JDTIYSIP [eIOJaUTUIOD UMOJUMOP Ss} ade]d 07 poyduraye 
Ay oy} ‘Z16t ur ‘UayM aoe]d ul pourewras s8urpid asay} Jo Aue] ‘2}JOSOIID aaTWeAIasaid-poom ajqeurwmepy-ATYysrYy oy} UT 
poyeos ssurid doje pojstxo UMOJUMOP SeIIO\sY Jo YONUT ‘Taary eIquinjosy sy} oJUT pue Aeq B JaAO nO AINg AT[eUIBIIO “ATq 
-e]Jo1UOSUN peaids 0} a1 YIg JaquIsdaq 9Y} IOJ sadueJsUINIIID yDazIEd BY} pd}eII9 UOTJINIJSUOD SRTIOISY UMOJUMOG 
SONITId GANVOS-ALOSOAUD 
GNV WALSAS LONGVIA 


CLATSOP COUNTY HISTORICAL SOCIETY 


17 


CCHS image #96.020.036 


“LSVa SDNINOOT ‘SLALULS TIVIOUAWWOD AGNV HLOT AO NOILOASUALNI AHL LV NAUNVL OLOHd SIHL 
NI ATAISIA SISLAXULS AHL MOTAD SHOOTA GOOM NO ONILSAY SAdId DNIGNON1Td HLIM GCOHLAW NOILONULSNOD ONITId GNV LONGVIA AH, :Mojaq 
‘HUld TT6I AHL UALAV LUOdAa suaisalav HONVUNSNI AHL dOd CALVAU) AMNLONUALS LAAULS LONGVIA VIMOLSY AO NOILOUS SSOUD V :adoqv 


PO orem. Yl 
thir a Sennen es 
— 


4 


18 


CumMTux — VOL. 42 No. 3—SUMMER 2022 


“Tuois HAS BEEN A TERRIBLE DAY” 
THE GREAT ASTORIA FIRE OF 1922 


At approximately 2:00 a.m., on 
December 8, 1922, a fire broke out 
in the basement of the Thiel Broth- 
ers restaurant and billiard parlor—a 
wood frame structure located 
on the north side of Commercial 
Street between 11th and 12th. It’s 
unclear how the fire started. From 
there, the fire spread quickly via 
the wooden viaducts beneath the 
downtown streets. The ability of 
the fire to travel in this manner 
made it unpredictable and hard to 
stop. Just when firefighters thought 
they had the fire subdued in one 
location, it would pop up suddenly 
in a building across the street. By 
6:00 a.m., much of the downtown 
was on fire. The fire continued to 
burn until about 1:30 p.m. when the 
creation of a fire break through the 
dynamiting of several downtown 
buildings and other fire suppres- 
sion methods successfully squashed 
the flames. However, the ruins 
would smolder for another week. 

The destruction burned through 
the majority of Astoria’s down- 
town commercial district, with 
nearly 300 businesses destroyed 
and 2,500 people made homeless. 
Amazingly, no one died in the fire, 
though three deaths were reported 
to have occurred while the city was 
ablaze. Norris Staples, president of 
the Bank of Commerce and owner 


of the Staples Motor Co., suffered 
a fatal heart attack while attempt- 
ing to push a vehicle away from 
the fire. At the same time, logger 
John G. Smith was found hanging 
beneath the dock near the Sanborn 
offices at the foot of 9th Street— 
presumably a suicide. Finally, Jack 
Cornielson, a tug boat worker, 
reportedly blinded by the smoke, 
misjudged the distance between 
his boat and the dock, fell into the 
river, and drowned. As the city 
burned, business owners and resi- 
dents in the downtown apartment 
buildings and hotels attempted to 
save their belongings from the fire. 
Often, this involved moving items 
out into the city streets and then 
being forced to move them again 
as the blaze expanded. Reportedly, 
the entire outer perimeter of the 
fire zone was littered with furni- 
ture and other personal belongings. 

Under Chief Foster’s direc- 
tion, firefighters attempted to get a 
hose line under the city streets and 
dampen the fire raging through 
the underground wooden viaduct 
system. Every time they lifted 
a manhole cover, however, “a 
cloud of black smoke poured 
out.” Eventually, the firefight- 
ers had to abandon Commercial 
Street and the site of the fire’s 
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COMMERCIAL STREET, LOOKING WEST. LAST STAND OF BLUE MOUSE THEATRE, 
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origin as it collapsed in on itself 
and into the empty viaduct below. 

Astoria firefighters were aided in 
their efforts by a crew and gear from 
Portland and the dredge Clatsop, 
though neither would arrive before 
dawn. The dredge arrived from 
its position several miles upriver 
slightly after daybreak and, moor- 
ing at the foot of 9th Street began 
pumping water onto the northwest 
quadrant of the fire. The Portland 
team arrived around 10:00 a.m. by 
special train and brought with them 
two steam engines and an auto 
pumper. They positioned them- 
selves on the east end of downtown, 
helping to save City Hall, St. Mary’s 
Hospital, and the 17th Street docks. 


St. Mary’s HospPiraL 

The fire destroyed much of 
downtown Astoria and then 
burned along the northern edge 
of St. Mary’s Hospital. Dr. Jay 
Tuttle and other volunteers posi- 
tioned themselves on the hospital 
roof, spraying water on any sparks 
that came near the wooden build- 
ing. Though ultimately St. Mary’s 
Hospital was spared from the 
flames, as a precaution, the patients 
were transported up the hill to the 
high school at 16th and Jerome. 


NORTHERN EDGE 
To the north, the fire was 
stopped at the railroad tracks 
along the waterfront, saving 


numerous canneries, storage facil- 
ities, and oil tanks from the flames. 


ELECTRICITY 

As with other forms of infra- 
structure, the city’s electrical 
system failed during the fire. This 
left residents to scramble from 
their homes, carrying those 
possessions they had time to 
grab, lighted only by the fire itself. 

Power company Pacific Power & 
Light Co.’s Astoria office (located on 
10th between Commercial and Bond 
Streets) also succumbed to flames. 


WATER HYDRANTS 

At first, firefighters could utilize 
the fire hydrants located throughout 
the downtown area that drew from 
the reservoir on 16th and Irving. 
As the streets began to burn up, 
they crashed in on themselves and 
broke the water pipes beneath. In 
anticipation of this event, the city’s 
water bureau operating engineer 
was in attendance, ready to turn off 
the water supply when necessary. 


WIND 

Though the early morning hours 
of December 8th were marked 
with rain and the occasional snow 
shower, there was a surprising 
lack of wind. These conditions 
allowed the fire to spread evenly 
in all directions from its central 
point of origin. Had there been a 
strong wind, the fire, presumably, 
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URED BY SMOKE, DECEMBER 8, 1922. 
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above: SAINT Mary’s HOSPITAL AND CITY HALL BOTH SURVIVED THE DESTRUCTION. 


below: THE YOUNG BUILDING, NEARLY RESTORED AFTER THE FIRE, WITH THE FIRST 
FLOOR MOVED INWARD TO ACCOMMODATE THE SIDEWALK OF THE NEWLY 
WIDENED COMMERCIAL STREET. 
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would have been pushed in a single 
direction and been easier to fight. 

Only two buildings in the down- 
town section of Commercial Street 
survived the blaze, the Spexarth 
building on the northeast corner 
of 8th and the Young building on 
the northwest corner of 14th. Both 
buildings are still in use today. 

The Young building, named 
for owner Andrew Young, was 
of relatively new construction. A 
previous building also owned by 
Young and in the same location 
had been badly damaged in a fire 
on December 16, 1914, repaired, 
then destroyed beyond repair in 
a fire on March 19, 1916. This fire, 
which began in the rear of the 
earlier Young building, burned 
for over two hours and damaged 
at least sixteen other businesses 
along the north side of Commer- 
cial. Following the December 8, 
1922 fire, the first floor of the Young 
building was moved inward to allow 
for the widening of Commercial 
Street and the subsequent sidwalks. 


DOWNTOWN BUSINESSES 

Much of Astoria’s construction 
at the time of the fire still consisted 
overwhelmingly of wooden struc- 
tures that burned easily and 
quickly. This is apparent in the 
image on page twenty-eight, show- 
ing Commercial Street looking west 
from 12th Street circa 1920. The 
Owl Drug Store sat on the south- 
west corner of Commercial and 


12th Street in the lower left of the 
shot. About halfway up the block, 
on the other side of the street, is the 
sign for the Palace Grill Restaurant. 
The three-story building immedi- 
ately behind the Palace is the Bee 
Hive Department Store. Behind 
that is the Thiel Brothers Restau- 
rant and Billiard Parlor—the origin 
point for the December 1922 fire. 

‘The Bee Hive itself “was soon a 
mass of flames.” Like many down- 
town businesses, the Bee Hive was 
freshly stocked with merchandise 
to sell during the Christmas holi- 
day season, making this and other 
stores’ losses all the more devas- 
tating. While many local stores 
were able to reopen in alternate 
locations in the coming weeks, 
the Bee Hive remained closed 
until December 27, entirely miss- 
ing the valuable Christmas season. 

Former Astoria Police Offi- 
cer Chris Carlson was among the 
first to arrive at the scene of the 
fire. Realizing the seriousness of 
the situation, Carlson ran first into 
the lodging house over the Bee 
Hive Department Store, break- 
ing his way into approximately 
twenty rooms and warning those 
sleeping inside to evacuate the 
building. He then did the same 
with the boarding rooms over 
the Palace Restaurant next door. 


WEINHARD-ASTORIA HOTEL 
At approximately 3:30 a.m. on the 
morning of December 8th, guests 
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: THE CORNER OF 8TH AND COMMERCIAL STREETS LOOKING EAST WITH THE 
SPEXARTH BUILDING ON THE LEFT. 


above 


below: 14TH AND COMMERCIAL STREETS LOOKING WEST WITH 
THE YOUNG BUILDING ON THE RIGHT. 
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above: THE WEINHARD-ASTORIA HOTEL SHORTLY AFTER OPENING WAS ON THE 
NORTHEAST CORNER OF 12TH AND DUANE STREETS. 
below: THE DUANE STREET FACADE AFTER THE FIRE. 
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of the Weinhard-Astoria Hotel 
were awakened by a police officer 
and a hotel attendant instructing 
them to exit the building. Adver- 
tisements for the Weinhard had 
touted a reinforced concrete 
basement, a pressurized brick 
superstructure, and terra-cotta 
trimmings—features that presum- 
ably make it resistant to fire. Yet, by 
4:30 a.m., the building was aflame. 

As the Weinhard burned, archi- 
tect John Wicks stood on the 
corner opposite the hotel and 
timed its destruction. Within half 
an hour, the building had burned 
to the ground. Its concrete exte- 
rior provided limited protection 
when the fire entered through the 
windows and ignited its wooden 


below: THE REMAINS OF THE DUANE STREET ENTRANCE TO THE WEINHARD-ASTORIA 


interior—effectively burn- 
ing the building from the inside 
out. Wicks and other city plan- 
ners would use this information 
in the future to make the city’s 
new structures truly fireproof. 


HILDEBRAND & Co. 

While people in downtown 
apartments attempted to rescue 
their personal belongings, owners 
of the multiple businesses along 
Commercial sought to save their 
inventory, often coming into the 
fire zone from their presumably 
safe dwellings up the hill. August 
Hildebrand of Hildebrand & Co. 
Furniture salvaged several carloads 
of furnishings and important papers. 
Yet, ultimately the store and much 
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above: A CROWD GATHERED IN FRONT OF HILDEBRAND & CO. STORE FORA 
DEMONSTRATION OF THE LATEST MAJESTIC RANGE COOKING STOVE, JUNE 9, 1922. 
below: THE INTERNATIONAL ORDER OF ODD FELLOWS BUILDING, NEXT TO THE 
HILDEBRAND & CO. STORE IN 1910. ITS REPLACEMENT STANDS TODAY IN THE SAME 
LOCATION ON THE SOUTHEAST CORNER OF 10TH AND COMMERCIAL STREETS. 


CCHS image #80.024.057 


31 CLATSOP COUNTY HISTORICAL SOCIETY 


of its contents would burn along 
with the International Order of 
Odd Fellows (IOOF) brick building 
next door. Upon the fire’s first anni- 
versary, he recounted the following, 

“One party, Mr. Cordz, having his 
dry goods store in the Odd Fellows 
three-story brick building, living 
across the street over a jewelry 
store, a wooden building, moved 
his furniture from this location into 
his store (a brick building) closed 
the doors and evidently thought 


them safe. We thought so ourselves.” 


“[Our] building was soon a mass 
of flames. It was thought that while 
this building being of wood, and its 
contents, furniture, making it very 
susceptible to the inroads of fire, 
that the [I[OOF'’s] three-story brick 
building with its massive wall next 


CumMTux — VoL. 42 No. 3—SUMMER 2022 


———- =: <> a 


Looking northwest behind the remains of the I.0.0.F. building after t 


to our building would stay the prog- 
ress of the flames. On the cross street 
next to this building, we watched 
through the large show windows 
and could see the glare of our own 
burning building through the lower 
sky glass that covered the dry goods 
store’s lower part. The metal and 
glass, however, could not withstand 
the heat, and presently the flames 
burst through this skylight, eating 
their way into the dry goods store. 
Once in, the building was doomed; 
the brick walls were acting as a sort 
of chimney, creating a draft upward.” 


DYNAMITE 
Dynamite was employed in an 
effort to create a fire break, though 
initially, this effort was unsuccess- 
ful. The explosives readily available 
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he 1922 fire.. 


in town lacked the power to do little 
more than break windows, allow- 
ing the fire another route into the 
various buildings. High-pow- 
ered explosives were secured 
from nearby lumber camps, but 
the time involved in reaching 
and returning from these camps 
allowed the fire to spread further. 
Explosions were heard through- 
out the night. Flames trickling into 
stores such as the Astoria Hardware 
Company and the Spexarth Sport- 
ing Goods and Jewelry shop set off 
thousands of rounds of live ammu- 
nition. Gasoline tanks at garages 
and filling stations detonated in 
the heat. Later, dynamite would be 
added to this mix. Veterans of the 
recent World War commented how 
these sounds recalled their time in 
the trenches. According to one, “The 
rapidity of the explosions reminded 


[me] of [my] days in France.” 


More than just breaking windows, 
the vibrations caused by the explo- 
sions also shattered the glass eye 
of garage worker R. M. Gaston, 
cracking it in his head. His backup 
glass eye burned up in the fire. 


LOVELL BUILDING 

Lovell Auto Co. owner Sherman 
Lovell fought back against calls to 
dynamite his recently constructed 
showroom on 14th between Duane 
and Exchange Streets. This refusal 
to let his building be destroyed 
would prove advantageous to the 
town. The building survived the 


fire and would provide a home 
to many displaced businesses. 
Lovell had temporary partitions 
installed for emergency shop 
space and christened it the Lovell 
Arcade. The Blue Mouse Theatre 
was among the first to establish 
itself in the re-purposed structure. 
Within three weeks of the fire, John 
Hamrick, the Seattle-based owner 
of the Blue Mouse, had installed a 
theatre on the Arcade’s upper level. 


STAPLES MOTOR Co. 

Staples Motor Co. owner, Norris 
Staples, was one of three deaths 
associated with the December 
1922 fire. He suffered a fatal heart 
attack while attempting to push 
a vehicle up the hill away from 
his garage. The other two deaths 
included a suicide and an acci- 
dental drowning. Significantly, 
no one died from the actual fire. 


RELOCATED BUSINESSES 

The fire displaced over 220 
businesses. Many quickly relocated 
beyond the fire zone, with some 
business owners even ordering 
goods while the fire burned and 
several announcing their new 
store location in the following 
day’s newspapers. Numerous 
shops reopened in temporary 
spaces along Exchange Street, 
including the YMCA building 
that had survived the fire. Still, 
others such as Hildebrand & Co. 
relocated to the largely abandoned 
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above: LOVELL AUTO COMPANY’S BUILDING ON 14TH STREET, BETWEEN DUANE AND 
EXCHANGE STREETS. 
below: THE BURNED-OUT RUINS OF STAPLES MOTOR COMPANY FORD DEALERSHIP 
WAS LOCATED ON DUANE STREET, BETWEEN 11TH AND 12TH STREETS. 
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above: RESIDENTIAL NEIGHBORHOODS SOUTH OF EXCHANGE STREET SURVIVED 
THE DEVASTATION. 
below: ASTORIA SAVINGS BANK VAULTS WAITING TO COOL BEFORE BEING OPENED. 
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buildings that once had made 
up Astoria’s red-light district and 
had largely escaped the flames. 


RESIDENTIAL 
NEIGHBORHOODS 

Though the business district 
was decimated, the residential 
areas surrounding it were largely 
spared. The estimated 2,500 people 
made homeless by the fire over- 
whelmingly lived in apartments 
or boarding houses. In general, 
they also occupied a lower income 
status than their counterparts in 
the homes on the hills beyond 
downtown, leaving them with 
fewer resources to rebound from 
the loss of their possessions easily. 


BANK VAULTS 

Vaults from the city’s various 
banks survived the fire but were 
forced to remain shut for days so 
that their exteriors might cool 
enough before opening to prevent 
damaging the valuable contents 
within. This prolonged closure 
put those who recently lost most 
of their possessions in an even 
more precarious position. They 
could not access cash to purchase 
necessary items and were instead 
entirely dependent upon charity. 

Businessman Peter Cosovich and 
architect John Wicks were appointed 
to an Identification and Credentials 
Committee. They were charged— 
along with a safe expert—to oversee 
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the opening of the bank vaults 
throughout the burned-out area. 


LOOTING 

While weary residents scram- 
bled to salvage goods from their 
homes and businesses, less scru- 
pulous members of the community 
took advantage of the situation. 
Thieves stole from the piles of 
belongings left on the street while 
their owners returned to retrieve 
more items from the fire zone. The 
threat of looting continued after the 
fire was extinguished. In the imme- 
diate aftermath, the Chief of Police 
enlisted one hundred special depu- 
ties to patrol the burned-out area. 
Eventually, the National Guard 
would be brought in on this task. 


NEWSPAPERS 

The fire destroyed most conven- 
tional forms of communicating 
with the public, including the head- 
quarters of both local newspapers. 
The Evening Budget would set up 
temporary offices in the YMCA— 
one of the few downtown buildings 
to be spared from the fire—and 
print off four single-page bulle- 
tins throughout the day to keep 
the local citizenry informed. The 
next day they began printing out 
of the Seaside Signal offices in the 
nearby community of Seaside. 
The Daily Astorian, meanwhile, 
utilized the presses of the Toveritar, 
the local Finnish-language paper. 


36 


DAILY PASS CEOS AGS a 


(Ce Wes 


mite Tolley Siac paeucatetbs woven ecouec anal & RHRUT aCe Seater ieee 


CCHS Acc. #11.041.036.006.002 


above: A DAILY PASS ISSUED TO JOHN WICKS. 


below: EXCHANGE STREET LOOKING WEST FROM 13TH STREET. QUICKLY 
CONSTRUCTED BUILDINGS SERVED TO HOUSE MANY BUSINESSES DISPLACED BY THE 
FIRE. THE YMCA BUILDING, AT LEFT, HAD SURVIVED THE FIRE AND PROVIDED SPACE 
FOR ADDITIONAL BUSINESSES. 
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above: NATIONAL GUARDSMEN PATROLLING BETWEEN THE RUINS OF THE WEINHARD- 
ASTORIA HOTEL AND THE ASTORIA NATIONAL BANK AT 12TH AND DUANE STREETS. 


a4 


below: SPECIAL DEPUTIES GUARD AGAINST LOOTERS OUTSIDE THE FIRST NATIONAL 
BANK BUILDING AT 10TH AND BOND ST. (MARINE DRIVE TODAY). 
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above: MANGLED PRINTING PRESSES INSIDE THE DAILY ASTORIAN 


NEWSPAPER BUILDING. 


TELEPHONE BUILDING 

The local telephone service was 
the one form of communication 
to survive the fire. As a relatively 
new mode of mass communication, 
many expressed dismay that only 
the telephone remained available 
over more established services such 
as the local newspapers. Despite this, 
the all-female telephone operating 
staff, led by Chief Operator, Miss 
J. Hitchcock, remained on duty 
throughout the fire, temporarily 
relocating from their headquarters 
on Exchange Street to City Hall 
(now the Heritage Museum) when 
flames threatened their building. 


INSURANCE REPORT 

Few businesses and even fewer 
individuals had adequate insur- 
ance to cover their losses. It was 
estimated that most businesses held 
insurance policies covering less 
than thirty percent of the total value 
of their goods. That number for 
individuals with insurance policies 
dropped to less than twenty percent, 
while a large portion of the affected 
population had no insurance. 

There was great concern imme- 
diately following the fire that 
any insurance policies lost to 
the flames would not be paid out. 
Local insurance agents offered 
quick reassurance that existing 
policies would be honored even 
without the necessary documen- 
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THE TELEPHONE COMPANY BUILDING ON EXCHANGE STREET, JUST EAST OF 11TH 
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STREET. THIS BUILDING STILL STANDS TODAY. 


tation. Despite these promises, 
affected Astorians encountered 
repeated bureaucratic hurdles when 
confronted with the actual insur- 
ance adjusters, such as being asked 
to provide proof of their loss. In the 
end, only an estimated two million 
five hundred thousand dollars was 
paid for the estimated eleven to 
fifteen million in total damages. 


KIWANIs SIGN 

Community-service organiza- 
tions, such as the Kiwanis, offered 
important assistance to the Asto- 
ria community following the 
December 8th fire. By Decem- 
ber 24th—barely two weeks after 
the blaze—the Kiwanis Relief 
Committee of Astoria reported 
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sixty-two separate donations 
made by various West Coast chap- 
ters of the Kiwanis Club totaling 
more than $7,000. Among those 
contributions was a large electric 
sign reading, “Have Faith! Smile! 
Rebuild!” The $59.34 sign was 
affixed to the Bank of Commerce 
vault in the burned-out area. 

Individuals and organizations 
throughout the state and beyond 
stepped up to assist the City of 
Astoria in its time of crisis. While 
the fire was still smoldering, the 
Portland Red Cross sent a train car 
of supplies, and the Portland-based 
Dixie Bread Company (who had 
lost its Astoria store in the fire) 
sent repeated shipments of bread 
to feed the hungry. Leaders from 
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Oregon City voted on the evening 
of the 8th to turn over all funds for 
a planned celebration to the City 
of Astoria, as “Oregon City can’t 
have a good time while Astoria is 
in ashes.” Many in Astoria opened 
their homes or establishments 
to the displaced, and the local 
businesses outside the fire zone 
contributed goods and services. In 
all, the city would benefit from over 
$91,000 in charitable donations. 


AFTERMATH AND 
REBUILDING 

A Committee of Ten local civic 
leaders was appointed to oversee 
and advocate for Astoria’s post- 
fire reconstruction and, perhaps 
most importantly, secure funding 
for this process. Having collapsed 
into its wooden piling and viaduct 
understructure—in a process 
that destroyed existing water and 
electrical systems—Astoria’s foun- 
dation had to be raised back to 
street level before other construc- 
tion could begin. Chairwall 
construction created a concrete 
tunnel beneath the city streets 
through which utilities could run. 
The area around the chairwall was 
then filled with dredge sands, and 
the city was built atop this system. 

Along with businesses and 
private citizens, local social clubs 
and organizations suffered great 
losses. The Elks and the Odd 
Fellows both lost their buildings. 
Ahead ofthe fire, the Ku Klux Klan 
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had made inroads into the city’s 
political, religious, and social insti- 
tutions. Under the guise of a social 
club, they were able to further 
frame themselves as an organiza- 
tion devastated by the fire. To raise 
fire-recovery funds for their organi- 
zation, the Klan hosted a “KKK Ball” 
that included a raffle for an REO 
Motor Company Model Six vehicle. 
The car had been awarded to Clat- 
sop County Sheriff Harley]. Slusher 
for selling the most subscriptions to 
the Western American—the official 
newspaper of the west coast Klan. 
Slusher, in turn, donated the car to 
the local KKK for the raffle. Report- 
edly, the event, held in Seaside, was 
attended by at least 2,000 people. 
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KIWANIS CLUB SIGN OF ENCOURAGEMENT ON TOP OF THE BANK OF COMMERCE 


SAFE. THE SIGN BELOW READS, “BANK OF COMMERCE, BANK SAFES AND VAULTS 
FURNISHED BY THE MOSLER SAFE Co.” WHAT BETTER ADVERTISEMENT? 


The winner of the car described it as 
“the best fifty cents [he] ever spent.” 
An important figure in Astoria’s 
reconstruction was City Manager 
Oscar A. Kratz. Hired shortly after 
the December fire, Kratz worked 
well with the Committee of Ten 
and local business leaders to facil- 
itate the city’s rebuilding while 
simultaneously rebuking the crony- 
ism of the Klan-led city leadership. 
The Bee Hive department store 
was among the first businesses to 
burn down and was among the 
first to be rebuilt in its new loca- 
tion on the southwest corner of 
1oth and Commercial Streets. 
City boosters touted the speed 
with which Astoria rebuilt as a 
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above: CONSTRUCTION OF ASTORIA’S CHAIRWALL SYSTEM IS VISIBLE HERE AT THE 
INTERSECTION OF 12TH AND COMMERCIAL STREETS. 
below: THE INITIAL CHAIRWALL DESIGN FAILED, AS SEEN IN THIS PHOTO. 
A PORTION OF IT COLLAPSED ON COMMERCIAL STREET (NOW MaRINE DRIVE) 
BETWEEN 16TH AND 17TH STREETS. 
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above: THE NEWLY BUILT BEE HIVE DEPARTMENT STORE WAS LOCATED ON THE 
SOUTHWEST CORNER OF 10TH AND COMMERCIAL STREETS. 
below: THE GRAND OPENING OF THE NEW LIBERTY THEATRE, APRIL 4, 1925. 
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point of pride and accomplishment. 
Amid this reconstruction, certain 
buildings came to represent this 
success—among them the Hotel 
Astoria and the Liberty Theatre. 

A Liberty Theatre existed on 
Commercial Street before the 1922 
fire. Like many other businesses, it 
relocated to a temporary location on 
Exchange Street following the fire. 
By May 1924, funds were secured, 
and plans were implemented to 
build a new Liberty Theatre. On 
April 4, 1925, the Liberty Theatre 
opened in its present location. 

Plans to build a grand hotel on 
the site of what would become 
the Hotel Astoria (later John 
Jacob Astor Hotel) preceded the 
December 1922 fire. Perceiving 
a need for lodging beyond what 
could be readily supplied by the 
Weinhard-Astoria and other area 
hotels, the site’s development had 
hardly begun when fire devastated 
the town. With so many people 
displaced by the fire and the general 
lack of lodging it created, plans for 
the Astoria Hotel were expanded to 
include additional floors and rooms. 

In celebration of the city’s rise 
from the ashes of the Decem- 
ber 8, 1922 fire, Astoria hosted the 
annual Oregon Fire Chiefs Conven- 
tion, September 15-17, 1924. jt. 
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No Raise In Prices 
Matinee--- Children 10c-— Aduits 25c--- Loges 35¢ 
Evening--- Children 10c--Adults 35c---Loges 50< 


ASTORIA EVENING BUDGET 
APRIL 3, 1925 
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ASTORIA HOSTS THE ANNUAL OREGON FIRE CHIEFS’ CONVENTION, SEPTEMBER 15-17, 
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1924. A HIGHLIGHT OF THE CONVENTION WAS THIS IMPRESSIVE DEMONSTRATION. 
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